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Mending
Patricia Heim
When I began writing memoir, I pictured the house I grew up in, particularly
my bedroom overtop our garage, and thought of the children who've lived there
after me who grew up and might have become writers. Overcome by something
like sibling rivalry, I imagined the lot of us huddled on the sidewalk, gazing up at
the second-floor window, arguing over whose bedroom it rightfully was.
The bedroom, of course, was mine, as Little Red Riding Hood's grandmother's
was hers, despite the wolf unlawfully occupying it for a time. It was my room: just
as the house was mine, as my parents belonged to me more than to my siblings, as
all of these shall remain forever.
For the first half of my childhood, I didn't have a room of my own. From the
moment I graduated from a bassinette to a crib, I shared a room with my sister
Betty Ann. When I was three-and-a-half, my firstborn brother, Frank, a discharged
Air Force pilot, returned home from Germany with a wife and baby boy, taking
over both my twin bed and my mother's attention. Betty Ann, who was twelve,
stayed in our room. The following seventeen months, I slept (or tried to sleep)
between my parents in their double bed, at which point I began to lose my good
disposition.
Yet, it might have been my sister who'd gotten the raw end of the deal, since
my brother and his wife conceived a second child in my bed, next to hers, while
their son, Frankie, slept in my old crib by the wall. I grew so spiteful of Frankie for
enticing my mother away from me that once, when he was a toddler, I yanked his
ebony curls so hard the family promptly moved out.
I was nine when my sister got married. That night, elated at the prospect of
having my own room, I removed her clothes from our closet and drawers (and
from the wooden chair on which she piled most of them), along with the makeup
and toiletries cluttered on top of the dresser we shared. After I'd carted them to
the attic and was putting the finishing touches on the new decor, my mother came
by, wondering what I'd been up to all evening.
When I sheepishly acknowledged I'd packed up Betty Ann's belongings, my
mother, who, I now understand, must have been sad, cast me her disapproving
look and then disappeared. It was the look I'd seen that afternoon at the wedding
reception when I sang "On the Good Ship Lollipop" and at the end, for dramatic
effect, kicked off my right shoe, dyed daffodil-yellow to match my junior bridesmaid
dress. It was the look she'd given me countless times before and would continue
to administer all the way up to the week before she died of a brain tumor when I
was thirteen, after I'd snuck into her bedroom, assuming she was asleep, to steal
a bit of costume jewelry.
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As I think of my mother now, nearly fifty years later, that's the face I automatically
see, the Saturn of the many looks she gave me, glowing brightly like a lump of coal
seared in my memory: a look so hot it consumed every trace of her accompanying
words and actions as well as my own—a look that sank many a happy mood,
becoming the organizing feature of so many stories.
The last child of parents who were often preoccupied, I sought attention
in sometimes misguided ways or, out of a greed that arises from such neglect,
pursued gratification in substitute form. For instance, the summer I was eight,
I came home from the five-and-dime across the street from our shore house, a
stash of candy bars stuffed up the sleeve of my windbreaker. Smelling a rat, my
mother, concealed behind the linens she was hanging on the clothesline, surprised
me from behind, saying, "Hey there, Patsy."
"Oh, hi, Mom," I said, trying to dodge eye contact as I hurried toward the back
door.
"Hold on a minute," she said, undoubtedly noticing the bulge in my sleeve.
Narrowing her eyes, she glanced at me sideways, reckoning I'd snitched change
that morning from my father's pants pocket just as I'd frequently seen her do in
the morning before school to give me milk and recess money, and as all six of my
older siblings eventually admitted to me that they, too, had done.
"Where'd you find the money for that candy you're hiding?"
Without a leg to stand on—I didn't get an allowance and hadn't sold any
lemonade that week—I confessed the truth.
Another time, a soldier in our neighborhood, who had a crush on my sister,
paid her a visit one summer evening when only she, my mother, and I were home.
Although I'd known and liked him for years, now that I was seven, he'd morphed
into the man I suddenly wanted to marry. Baby-faced, tall, and shaped like a
quarterback, and—unlike my five brothers, to whom I felt invisible—he treated
me like a friend and equal, making me feel important, so I took him for a god.
That night, dressed in his army uniform, he looked especially irresistible, perhaps
because my brother, the pilot, had worn a similar one, which I'd seen in pictures,
noting how it caught the gleam in my father's eye.
At some point during the conversation—I was probably feeling left out—I stole
off to the kitchen, climbed up on a chair to reach the freezer, and fixed us each a
bowl of ice cream. When I came in view of my mother, proudly carrying the tray of
desserts, again I got the look, whereupon I made an immediate about-face, returned
the ice cream to its carton, and deposited the bowls and spoons in the sink.
Minutes later, back in the living room, my jealousy got the better of me, and I
found myself saying, "Charlie, I heard Betty Ann telling my mom she doesn't like
you anymore," which happened to be true. Charlie's smooth, freshly shaven skin
waxed crimson, as did Betty Ann's, and the look, in its most severe form, glared at
me like headlights from both my mother's and sister's faces. Making some excuse
about having to leave, Charlie leapt from the sofa and practically out the door; I

VOLUME

31,

NUMBER

1

51

Hei m

Me n d i n g

have no idea what occurred next or if we ever saw him again.
One Christmas, when I was four or five, Santa Claus brought me a Debbie
Reynolds doll and pink metal high chair. Although I'd always been an early bird,
on Christmas morning I descended the stairs and approached the tree well before
sunrise. I was the only one in the family who still got toys (my big ones were never
wrapped), and to see them, I only had to flick on the lights. Debbie had long, wavy,
auburn hair, which, together with the high chair, gave me the bright idea of playing
hairdresser. After plopping the movie-star doll into her seat, I fetched the scissors
from the buffet drawer and proceeded to coif her hair into a bob.
At daybreak, no sooner did my mother come downstairs than she spotted my
beautiful new doll's shorn head, her gleaming tresses strewn in a ring around the
high chair. Surely she gasped before saying something to express her dismay, but
all I recall is the look, shooting through me like a bolt of lightning. By then, I sensed
I was beyond rehabilitation.
Sometime after I started first grade, while my sister and I still shared a bedroom,
a pipe sprung a leak in the corner close to my bed. My father ripped out enough
plaster from the ceiling to mend the pipe, failing to look after the cosmetic repairs.
For years, my mother nagged him to patch the hole—roughly a foot in diameter—
and repaint the new plaster, but, a stubborn Irishman and hopeless procrastinator,
he never got around to it until shortly after she died, when his guilt caught up with
him. Later, he wallpapered my room with the flowery pink paper my mother had
bought years earlier and stored in a box in the back of my closet.
My mother, a proud woman who longed for beautiful things she might have
obtained had she been more self-possessed and, thus, not so frightened of her
healthy aggression—or if my father hadn't grown up poor, lived through the Great
Depression, and become a penny pincher—was embarrassed by the hole and
prohibited me from inviting my playmates into my room. Probably because they'd
spent so much time there before the leak, my sister's friends were allowed back
in, sometimes sitting on my bed, all the lamps on, laughing and smoking cigarettes
late into the night while I tossed, turned, and occasionally whined. We were a large
family crowded into a small house without a den or finished basement, so there
was nowhere suitable for me to entertain. Other than when my mother offered
my companions and me a snack in our kitchen, we either played outside or at their
homes, which I began to visit on a regular basis.
Because it made me feel confused about myself and, therefore, ashamed, I
grew resentful of my bedroom and began to suspect my family "was different,"
meaning I, too, fell outside the norm. I feared the frown of disapproval being cast
at me by friends, neighbors, and the world at large. I wasn't just a girl who had a
hole in her bedroom ceiling. My family was damaged in a way that cried out for
fixing, meaning I was flawed as well.
More specific comparisons cropped up from the gap in the ceiling, around
which I'd begun to organize my sense of self. How much easier it had been to
displace my feelings of inferiority onto something concrete and remediable, like an

52W
I
V
T
S
E

He i m

Me nd i n g

unsightly hole, than think myself shy of something essential to being a person—
that there was a niche for me in the world I was inadequate to fill.
I could no longer dismiss the reality that my parents were significantly older
than those of my classmates. That, at home, my mother wore housedresses and
went to the hairdresser each week to have her short hair washed, set, and teased
into a "bubble," whereas my friends' mothers dressed in slacks and skirts, tying
their hair into ponytails or wearing it down in a more natural look. They drove cars
and ran our Brownie and Girl Scout meetings while my mother rode the trolley or
depended upon my father to take us wherever we needed to go. She rarely got
involved in my school activities, though I remember her accompanying me on a
Girl Scout trip. I still have a photograph of us standing, smiling, on the steps of the
Capitol, along with the note I'd written and propped up on her bureau the night
before: "Dear Mom, Wake me up at six o'clock."
As far as I knew, I was the only
girl my age who was an aunt and had
been since she was three. Several of
my siblings were married; more than
one had eloped, and my parents had
as many grandchildren as kids of their
own. My father didn't work at what I
thought of as a real job, such as being a
managerforthe railroad like my friend
Peggy Miles's dad. Having quit school
after seventh grade to work in a mill,
for the first twenty years of his married
life he drove a truck for the Atlantic
Refinery and, when I was growing
up, owned a warehouse, a beverage
business, and a couple of apartment
houses, from which he earned a decent living. He kept irregular hours and often
stopped by a bar he owned, coincidentally called "The Knot Hole," before arriving
home for dinner, sometimes tipsy or even drunk, referring to men who punched
time clocks or held office jobs as "lunch-box johnnies." An impetuous man with
strong opinions he tended to flaunt, his voice, at times, grew so loud I cringed
if one of my friends was in earshot or at the thought someone I knew might be
walking by, especially in summer, when all our doors and windows were open.
When my father decided to sell the half-ton International pickup he'd used for
delivering beer and beverages, he parked it in our side yard, writing "For Sale" in
white paint across the front windshield. The truck sat for months before it sold,
despite my mother's complaints that it was killing the grass it blocked from the
sun. By the same token, she was mortified, as no one else in our neighborhood
would do anything so tacky.
One Christmas Eve, when I was already in bed but not asleep, my father came
home soused, minus the tree he'd promised to pick up. Every tree stand in town

VOLUME

31

, NUMBER

1

53

He i m

Mending

was closed, so my second-oldest brother, Joe, sawed down the blue spruce in
our front yard, fearing my mother would have a breakdown over our being the
sole Christian family in America who hadn't managed to put up a Christmas tree.
Aside from the giant maple in the middle of the lawn, it had been the centerpiece
of our landscaping, shielding the living room from the harsh morning light while
providing a bit of natural beauty visible from inside and out. Its loss meant another
empty space we'd have to endure until my father planted a new blue spruce that,
for as long as I lived in that house, never attained the size of the original.
The next morning, pulling out of our driveway to attend Christmas Mass, a fresh
gouge in the landscape, a stump in the ground where once a lovely fir tree grew,
my father was the one who got the look, accompanied by the silent treatment,
which my mother refused to remit for at least a week.
Some afternoons, walking home from school without being especially aware
I was feeling bad about myself, I fantasized that my father had tended to the hole
in my bedroom. This thought bordered on the delusional in that I was able to
persuade myself beyond a doubt that I'd enter my room and at last find the ceiling
looking as good as new. Cheered by the thought, I threw back my shoulders and
picked up my stride, racing up the driveway, through the front door, up the steps,
and into my bedroom, only to discover the hole staring at me desolately from its
post in the corner: the same wire lath protruding from its edges, a fresh coating of
plaster dust accumulating on the floor.
Although I'd gotten used to not inviting my friends upstairs, after my mother
died the summer after seventh grade, I had new reasons to avoid entertaining.
Her loss, which felt as though part of my body had been torn from me, made me
feel even more exposed and defective, and I began to cover the deluge of feelings
I couldn't cope with by becoming a perfectionist.
At thirteen, my feelings for my mother had reached the height of their
ambivalence, our conflicts—intensified by her illness and death—catapulting my
love-and-hate beyond the norm. To gain a sense of control over the fickleness of
fate and the chaos into which I'd been plunged, I blamed myself for her death. By
devaluing myself and idealizing her, I culled the darkness from the light, disowning
my bad feelings while preserving the good (my love for her, especially) untainted
by my disappointment.
The narrative I invented went like this: while she'd been a good mother, I'd
failed to be an equally good daughter, having done something terribly wrong or
neglected to do something so precisely right that would have made her happy
so she wouldn't have had to die. If I could somehow undo these acts of omission
or commission, whatever they might be, I'd shore up the dam through which the
flood of self-recriminations poured.
In an effort to be my own mother, I began, internally, to give myself the look,
which served to remind me I'd erred, or was about to do so, from the straight
and narrow road that would protect me from the untold hazards that lurked in
the world, from criticism, rejection, and even abandonment, and lead me safely
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into maturity. Under this regime the slightest exaggeration of truth became a lie
and something as innocuous as looking up at the clock during a test, evidence of
cheating.
From as far back as I can remember, I swaddled myself with soothing rhythms
and sounds to restore my mind to a state of harmony, which I must have needed
to do after getting the look, often followed by an abysmal silence. I sang songs
and recited poems, most of which I knew by heart, swung on swings, and, as I got
older, jumped rope, roller-skated with abandon, and wove in and out of driveways,
no hands, on my bike, basking in my power to fly away from everything that felt
unbearable. I tried to adjust my behavior, as if it were a picture I could hang with a
level I carried inside my head, to escape disapproval from the outside world and,
even more ruthlessly, from within.
Beginning in eighth grade, getting it just right and no stone unturned became
my mantras. Aside from yellow-highlighting every sentence in my textbooks, I
memorized facts I already knew (repeating them ten times), prayed rosaries, never
skipped a prayer, and attempted to exhaust every idea that entered my mind for
whatever I happened to be doing at the time, lest I omit something. I couldn't
tolerate a space in which, alone, I'd concoct meaning from a muddle of disturbing
thoughts and feelings. Nor could I enjoy the freedom and power I was tempted to
feel now that my mother, who'd died of disappointment, lay cold and envious in
her grave.
Just as the hole in the ceiling came to represent my perception of myself,
my mother's disapproving look left a deeper impression than that made by our
more positive interactions, despite how they outnumbered the negative ones. My
fondest memory was the time when I was eight or nine and our paths crossed in
the dining room: She bent down, smiling, cupped my cheeks in her hands, and said,
"Hi, doll face," all the preoccupation drained from her eyes, now lit like Christmas
trees, her skin shimmering like the early-morning, sun-flecked surf.
The shock of physical or mental pain is so visceral, especially when it carries the
message we are less than and, therefore, unlovable, that, as part of our survival
system, it serves as a warning, like a bee sting, to engrave it in memory and steer
clear of it at any cost. In contrast, extremes of pleasure, which mark us in a way that
prompts us to repeat them, aren't perplexing. More easily digested, they go down
like pudding; it's unnecessary to chew on them or remember them accurately.
Possibly the satisfying and pleasurable aspects of my relationship with my
mother were less convincing also due to some low-level depression on her part
that either caused or exacerbated our lack of intimacy. Or our temperaments were
either so alike or different we could only awkwardly dance that dance, leaving me,
a highly sensitive and exuberant child, to retreat into my private world, spinning
fantasies of a mother perfectly attuned to my needs, setting up my hopes to be
continually dashed.
However, the most plausible explanation for the look itself is the
intergenerational transmission of trauma, metaphorically described as a hole in
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the psyche. My mother, unaware she had needs that, to the detriment of her well
being, went unmet, experienced herself as deprived rather than as a victim of her
own neglect. Having disavowed an excruciating reality—shame over the lack she
perceived inside her—she foisted it by way of the look, like a hot potato, onto me.
In an effort both to get what I wanted and meet my own needs, I may have
kept inciting the look. Frustrated by my inability to win my mother's attention in
more favorable ways, my impulses got the better of me, and, although painful and
ultimately damaging to my self-esteem, I found a way to be noticed while hoping
to communicate I was hurt and angry to the point of bitterness and, therefore,
in need of loving intervention. If I could make my mother feel defeated, perhaps
she'd understand what it felt like to be me.
What was missing then and even now—
the breach in the landscape that can never
be filled—is my mother, fully alive, with
everything I wish she'd been able to offer me.
I suppose if I stopped giving myself the look,
redirected it toward her, I'd unleash the sheer
might of my indignation. If I could let that
genie out of the bottle and prove to myself,
as the adult I now am, that I can handle my
own wrath, despite how it might temporarily
disorganize my mind, I'd lay down my prodding
stick and wander more freely from the straight
and narrow.
Then, maybe I'd remember other
times—like that moment in the dining room
when my mother spontaneously provided
what I needed—and give that North Star a
chance to rise. Either way, I'd come to grief,
feel the regret of all we weren't able to have together and be to one another, and
fall like plaster dust to the floor. Afterward, however, I'd pick myself up, feeling more
willing and able to accept life's inevitable voids and disappointments. Somewhere
in the good disposition I never fully lost, I might find an opening into forgiving us
both.
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